In the European intellectual tradition, few authors have had an influence and popularity as long-lasting as Plutarch. His Moralia and his Parallel Lives, written in the first century ad, were endlessly reprinted, translated and re-translated. Since the Renaissance, Plutarch's writings were, next to the Bible, the preeminent source of moral examples. They defined what outstanding moral behaviour was and showed how to achieve it. Above all, Plutarch was a school author. He was read at an early age. In his Confessions, Jean-Jacques Rousseau remembered the excitement with which he, as a child, followed the actions of the great men, until he knew long passages by heart
on history as the teacher of life, made his work not only influential in education, but also in the theatre and in the visual arts. Every time art theorists and patrons tried to enlarge the scope of history painting, they referred to Plutarch. "Only Plutarch can provide subjects worthy of the brushes of every painter in Europe," declared La Font de Saint Yenne in 1754, in one of his comments on the present state of the visual arts in France.4 More than half a century later, the best advice Jacques-Louis David could give to a pupil looking for an appropriate subject still was: "Leaf through your Plutarch."5 With David, the republican tendencies in his classicism were obvious. But does this mean that subjects taken from Plutarch always carry republican connotations, and therefore should be seen as signs of opposition towards the ancien régime? Was it possible at all to transfer controversial political ideas into painting?
In this chapter, I will take a look at some scenes derived from Plutarch, both in Dutch and in French art. I limit myself to subjects related to Sparta. In early modern times, Plutarch was the almost exclusive source of knowledge about ancient Sparta. Praise for Spartan institutions has always been regarded as belonging to the more radical manifestations of classical republicanism. It played a prominent part in the ideology of the Jacobins during the French Revolution, with whom David was closely associated. It seems an interesting test-case to see in how far these radical aspects were reflected in the visual arts. Is "Sparta" in painting loaded with the same connotations as it is in political thought, or did the arts serve a different function?
Spartan Myths
Plutarch described the organisation of Spartan society in detail in his Lycurgus, on the life of the legendary lawgiver and founder of the classical Spartan state. Some of this material is briefly referred to in his lives of two Spartan military leaders, Lysander and Agesilaus. He discussed Spartan institutions again in his Agis and Cleomenes, the lives of the two Spartan kings who in the third century readings grew the free and republican spirit that has tormented me all my life"). Rousseau, Oeuvres, vol. 1, 9.
